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SYNOPSIS OF A PUTATIVELY PHYLOGENETIC 
CLASSIFICATION OF THE FLOWERING PLANTS 
ROBERT F. THORNE 
Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden 
Claremont, California 
INTRODUCTION 
The classification of the class Angiospermae ptesented here is the culmination 
of more than 15 years effort to express as accurately as present knowledge per-
mits the phylogenetic relationships among the higher taxa of flowering plants. 
In the course of 30 years of floristic and other phytogeographic studies, consider-
able botanical collecting and observation on all the continents, and visits to 
many of the world's major botanical gardens, I have had the good fortune to 
collect or observe in living condition representatives of all but 44 of the 312 
families accepted here. I have studied preserved or dried herbarium materials 
of representatives of the 44 missed families, mostly monogeneric taxa of Africa 
and South America. In more than 10 years of library research I have gleaned 
from numerous publications data relevant to a better understanding of the rela-
tionships, origins, and classification of the angiosperms. Particularly helpful have 
been reports of original research on vegetative anatomy, floral morphology, 
palynology, embryology, phytochemistry, cytology, phytogeography, and paleo-
botany. Many of these publications are too recent to have been available to the 
earlier phylogenists. 
Feeling strongly that new systems of classification should be published only 
with accompanying thorough documentation and explanation, I have resisted 
until now the many requests to publish my system. I am completing a book in 
which the system will be discussed at considerable length and will be thoroughly 
documented with the listing of extensive bibliography, keyed by author's name 
and date of publication cited after each involved order and family. However, it 
will probably be a year or two before the book is in print, and the pressure of 
requests for the system from authors of floras, teachers of plant taxonomy, stu-
dents of various botanical disciplines, and members of the Editorial Committee 
of the Flora North America Project makes immediate publication of even this 
naked synopsis seem desirable. 
Although this system of classification has not had wide exposure in the taxo-
nomic community, it and earlier versions of it have been studied by a good 
many taxonomy students at the Universities of Iowa, Hawaii, and California at 
Riverside, the Claremont Graduate School, and perhaps other institutions. I have 
sent it to or discussed it at length with many botanical colleagues in this country 
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and abroad. An earlier version was used experimentally in my annotated check 
list of the vascular plants of Johnson County, Iowa ( 1955), though I now much 
prefer an alphabetical arrangement, at least within classes or subclasses, for 
florulas. At the Tenth International Botanical Congress at Edinburgh ( 1964) I 
presented my realignment of the "ranalian" families in the Annonales, Berberi-
dales, Nymphaeales, and Hamamelidales. More recently ( 1966) I used my classi-
fication in the rather esoteric journal Rio-Philately to list the families and sub-
families of flowering plants represented on postage stamps of the world. At that 
time, incidentally, there were 225 families and subfamilies (or composite tribes) 
of 144 different angiosperm families so represented. I have also published 
( 1958, 1963), with some discussion and examples, the guiding principles that I 
have followed in developing this classification. 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
In the construction of this classification I am indebted deeply to all the phylog-
enists and numerous other botanists who have published before me on the 
various taxa of Angiospermae. I am particularly indebted to such morphologists 
as Carl Wilson, A. J. Eames, C. R. Metcalfe, and my esteemed Claremont 
colleague Sherwin Carlquist for their invaluable suggestions and their encourage-
ment of my phylogenetic efforts. I am also most grateful to the United States 
Educational Foundation and the National Science Foundation for making possible 
extensive field research in Australasia and Malesia and study of critical groups 
and literature at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, and the British Museum 
(Natural History), London, through their generous awards in 1959 and 1960 
of Fulbright Research Scholarships to the University of Queensland, a Senior 
Postdoctoral Fellowship, and N. S. F. Grant No. 6484. Without these two years 
of botanical travel and study I would not feel competent to present this system 
of classification. 
EXPLANATION OF THE SYNOPSIS 
I have carried the synopsis down to the subfamily category, and in the 
Asteraceae down to the tribe since in that huge family it is quite possible that 
the tribes will ultimately be treated as subfamilies. In this age of taxonomic 
inflation, my treatment of orders, families, and perhaps other taxa will probably 
seem rather inclusive and conservative. I think, however, that phylogeny is 
better served and teaching of taxonomy made easier by avoiding unnecessary 
fragmentation. I have tried to be as consistent as possible throughout the system 
in the size of the discontinuities that I accept to separate related groupings of 
each major category. This has led to the demotion of some familiar families, 
such as the Amaryllidaceae, Apiaceae, Asclepiadaceae, etc. No new family names 
have needed proposal here. The names chosen for the various taxa are accord-
ing to the International Code of Botanical Nomenclature ( 1966), although I 
have extended the principle of priority up to the class. My point of departure 
for ordinal names is Lindley's Nixus Plantarum ( 1833). I have avoided use of 
synonyms except where the names or my circumscriptions of families or sub-
families deviate considerably from those in A. Engler's Syllabus der Pflanzen-
familien, Ed. 12, Vol. 2, edited by Melchior ( 1964). 
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